Biosafety and Beyond

GM Cropsin India

India is on the verge of approving a genetically modified

food crop, Bt brinjal, for large-scale trialsin the country. The
unbridled proliferation of illegal Bt cotton in the country is
already proof of serious regulatory failure and, elsewhere too
contamination of the supply chain dueto cropsinfield trialsison
therise. It is pertinent to ask questions about the biosafety regime
in the country and look at larger issues beyond, including
whether GM technology is needed at all.

KAVITHA KURUGANTI

n May 23, 2006, India received
notification from the US
through the WTO Committee on
Technical Barriers to Trade, which ex-
pressed American concerns, reservations
and objections on India s move to label
and certify GM foods. The main “prin-
ciple” onwhich UShasbegun questioning
not just our trade policy and import guide-
linesrelated to GM but internal regulation
of genetic engineering and the Environ-
ment Protection Act’ srelevant rulesisthat
of “substantial equivalence”.

Inthe context of the USrepeatedly using
the WTO's binding rules to put pressure
on national governmentsin its worldwide
promotion of GM crops, the WTO's
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notification to Indiashould make national
regulators in various ministries of the
government of Indiato definestrongly and
clearly a sovereign policy that looks at
biosafety as well as issues beyond to be
applied uniformly for imports, exports as
well as domestic production.

Another important context requiring us
tore-look at biosafety isthefact that India
is on the verge of approving a GM food
crop for large-scale trias in the country.
This is the second time in Indian GM
history, after Bayer’'s GM mustard was
turned downin 2002, that afood crop, that
too a vegetable crop, has come so close
tocommercial release. Nowhereelseinthe
world has Bt brinjal reached such an
advanced stage of experimentation. It is
not out of place to remind readers that at
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this stage of large-scale field tridls, it is
mostly agronomic evaluation that counts,
sinceit isclaimed that biosafety testshave
been completed. It is aso important to
recall that it wasat thefield trial stagethat
thefirst discovery of the contamination of
Indian cotton with illegal Bt cotton was
made in Gujarat in 2001 and since then,
the unbridled proliferation of illegal Bt
cotton in the country has been proof of
serious regulatory failure. Elsewhere out-
sidelndiatoo, contamination scandalswith
cropsinfieldtrial scontaminatingthesupply
chain areontherise now. Therefore, there
ismuchconcernthat theselarge-scaletrials
could become synonymous with commer-
cia cultivationpermissiontoo, withillegal
contamination from Bt brinjal trialsbeing
a distinct possibility!

All the major farmers’ organisationsin
the country including the All India Kisan
Sabha, Bharatiya Kissan Union, Bharat
Krishak Samaj (the ruling party’s own
farmers’ wing), Shetkari Sanghatan,
Andhra Pradesh Rythu Sangam, etc, have
guestioned the very need to introduce Bt
brinjal or other GM food crops into the
country. What is the crisisin brinja pro-
duction in the country that this techno-
logy has to be brought in, they want to
know. They point out that it is in fact
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over-production of the crop and lack of
market supportthatisaproblemfor farmers
now. Similar isthe response from various
organised consumer groups including
Consumer Coordination Council, anational
federation of consumer groups. On the
other hand, a US-led consortium is back-
ing the entry of Bt brinjal into the country,
claiming that it will benefit farmers. This
includesUSAID, whichwantstoinfluence
agricultural production technologies and
decision-makingpertainingtotheminindia
through a variety of channels including
public sector research institutions.
While the presence of the Bt toxin in
Bt brinjal, a crop that is consumed with
little or no processing, is causing concern,
thereareother devel opments—theBt cotton
front gave usagood taste of what to expect
from GM crops—that cause fresh concern
about GM crops. Amongst these arerecent
reports on adverse impacts of Bt cotton on
human health from Madhya Pradesh and
on livestock from Andhra Pradesh.
Given this situation, it becomes perti-
nent to ask questionsrel ated tothebiosaf ety
regime in the country (what constitutes
“biosafety” and the enforcement of regu-
lationsrel ated to bi osafety) and other larger
issues beyond, including decisions on
whether GM technology is needed at all,

evenif biosafety testsintheir givenframe-
work show that the crops are “safe”.

Biosafety Regime in the Country

Biosafety is an important consideration
with transgenic crops since they have
known environmental and health hazards
as scientific evidence from all over the
world shows. What isworse, unlikein the
case of other agricultural technologies,
these transgenic seeds and plants, once
released intotheenvironment areirrevers-
ible and are “living”. That is the reason
why critics advocate a precautionary ap-
proach to this technology.

As various reports indicate, especialy
the human health study and the livestock
mortality reports, there are serious short-
comings in the biosafety testing of the
country. Intermsof the enforcement of the
regime as it exists, there are numerous
reports which have repeatedly pointed to
serious biosafety violations and the regu-
lators have proven themselves incapable
of fixing accountability in each such case.

Coming specifically to what constitutes
biosafety in Indig, it falls woefully short
of testing for the actual potential dangers
that lie ahead with the introduction of
GM crops in the country. Given that we
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are acountry with amajority of our popu-
lation still dependent on agricultural live-
lihoods, the importance of assessing the
need and safety of a technology in an
“early warnings system” (for the precau-
tionary principle to be invoked) need not
be overstressed.

InIndia, aset of mandatedteststoappease
the regulatory system are required to be
taken up by the promoting agency and data
brought back to the regulators, mainly the
Review Committee on Genetic Manipula-
tion (RCGM) in the ministry of science
and technol ogy and the Genetic Engineer-
ing Approval Committee (GEAC) in the
ministry of environment and forests, inthe
name of biosafety.

Such biosafety tests are done simulta-
neously even as permissions for farmer-
level field trials are allowed! It has been
brought out through many civil society
investigationsthat thissystemhas, ineffect,
led to serious biosafety violations, includ-
ing the untested produce from the trial
plots contaminating the regular supply
chain, given the absence of monitoring of
the company and its trials by the regula-
tors. No liability has been fixed for such
violations pointed out till date. There are
no signs of any improvements in the
monitoring mechanisms or capabilities to
enforceeventhelimited scopeof thecurrent
biosafety framework.

These biosafety tests very often are
flawed in their protocol and scope for
safety testing with regard to the environ-
ment, other unintended living organisms,
humanhealth, etc. Thesetestsdonot capture
any medium- or long-term impacts.

Totakeafew examples, feedingtestshave
so far been done only on cotton seed in the
case of Bt cotton and fruit in the case of Bt
brinjal, forgetting that in redlity, farmers
graze their animals on foliar materia in an
open grazing situation. Further, such feed-
ingtestsaredoneon goats, whichareknown
to be hardy animalsand not sheep. Thiswas
one of the lessons learnt from the sheep
mortality reportsthat emerged after grazing
on Bt cotton.

In the case of pollen flow studies, such
studieshavebeentakenupfor just oneyear
and only in two locations in the case of
Bt brinjal, knowing full well that there are
avariety of factors that affect cross pol-
lination and that brinjal is known to be
cross-pollinated up to 48 per cent. Itisto
be noted here that India is the centre of
origin for brinjal and any gene transfer/
contaminationfromtransgenicplantscould
prove to be disastrous for the crop itself.
Asthe case of Bt cotton shows, decisions
are not based on the worst case scenario,

unlike the stringent standards applied for
seed production in the country.

In the case of health-related tests, it was
only duetocivil society investigationsthat
the cotton fibre of Bt cotton was known
to be causing a lot of alergies. This was
however not tested during the biosafety
testing of Bt cotton. Similarly, no multi-
generationa effects are sought to be un-
derstood or any reproductive health ef-
fects. As we have discovered in the case
of pesticides, the sub-lethal effects are
equally or moredamagingtohumanhealth
than just the acute effects.

When it comesto impacts on soil health
with Bt plants, if the company says that
there has been no persistence of the toxin
or presence of the toxin found in their
studies, the regulators are willing to take
their word for it, even though there are
many other studiesel sewhere, which show
that the toxin leavesitsimpact on the soil!
There are no studies mandated which, for
instance, look at the effect of aBt crop on
the subsequent crop, over athree to five-
year period.

This makes several civil society groups
ask, “What is the great haste? What is the
crisis in the production of Brinjal, for
instance, that meritssuchunseemly haste?’.

Re-looking at Technology Policy
and Decision-making

All of this brings to question the very
model of agriculture research, education
and extension in the country by which
technologies are thrust down our throats.
Where are farmersin the decision-making
related to agricultural models and tech-
nologies to be adopted? Do democratic
processes of paying heed to a large ma-
jority of stakeholdershave any place at all
in the current system? Have we learnt any
lessons from the earlier green revolution
about technology policies and decision-
making processesaswestand onthethresh-
old of what is being called the “second
green revolution”? Do we have anything
to incorporate about the shortcomings of
a short term, narrow vision related to
agriculture from the ecologica disaster
andtechnol ogical fatiguewitnessedall over
the country today?

India has apparently adopted a case-by-
case approach to evaluating GM crops. It
is not clear where and how such a policy
was decided, however. This case-by-case
approach does not ask fundamenta ques-
tions on whether some GM solutions are
needed at al! This approach alows any
promoting agency to do a mandated set of
testsandtrialsfor amandated periodtowalk
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up to the regulators and get permissions
based on the data that they present. It has
to be noted that all such datais created by
the promoting agency itself, either directly
or through funded studies. There is no
independent research worth its name, de-
spite the presence of such a huge research
establishment in the country and expertise
inavariety of fields. Any agency can pick
up any crop for incorporating any trait and
just advance from one stage of research to
theother and get permissionfor commercia
application! The rest of the country isonly
allowed to be a mute spectator most of the
time or allowed to give some feedback on
some data put up selectively.

Thereisno coherent policy by whichsuch
technological decisionsaretaken through a
widespread debateontheneedfor GM crops
in this country, in which conditions, why
and so on. For instance, in the case of Bt
brinjal, there is ample evidence and expe-
rience within the ICAR establishment that
showsthat non-chemical IPM methodshave
yielded equal or better resultsthan the ones
being claimed by the Bt brinjal promoters!
Inal GM crop testing so far, comparisons
are made with the worst possible scenario
and not themost successful sefer, affordable
aternative aready present. There are thou-
sands of practising organic farmers in the
country who know how to take up pest
management in brinja without causing en-
vironmental and health problemsfor them-
selves and others. However, the powers-
that-be have always chosen to ignore such
experiences. Even a cursory glance at this
approach of increasing farmers depend-
ency on external resources for everything
starting from pest management woul d show
you its connection to increasing farmers
suicides and agrarian distress in the
country. Evenif nosignificant environmen-
tal and hedlthimpactshave been discovered
through the limited scientific framework
biosafety testing that isdone, impact assess-
ment of the technology should be more
comprehensive.

There are other countries like Norway
which ask pertinent questions that go
beyond biosafety like, “isthissocially and
ethicallyjustifiable?’ astheregulatorslook
a impact assessment of GM crops. For
answering such questions, they also adopt
widespread, broad-based democratic pro-
cesses of eliciting views and expert opin-
ions. It would be good if our regulators
and powers-that-be realise that this
question is more relevant and important
here, in today’ s context of Indian agrarian
distress, than in Norway. @l
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